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Abstract

This study examines the unemployment experiences of university graduates who are classified within the NEET
group, defined as young people who are neither in education, employment, nor training. The aim of the study is to
understand how young university graduates perceive unemployment, what expectations they developed after
graduation, and which barriers they encountered during their transition from higher education to employment. The
research was conducted among graduates of the Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences at Kastamonu
University. A qualitative research design was adopted, and participants were reached through the snowball sampling
method. Data were collected using a semi-structured interview form. The interview data were analysed through
content analysis and frequency analysis using the MAXQDA qualitative data analysis program. The findings were
grouped under four main themes: barriers to accessing the targeted job, perception of unemployment, post-graduation
expectations, and expectations regarding entry into employment. The results indicate that unemployment among
university graduates in the NEET group should not be considered merely an individual labour-market problem, but
also as a multidimensional social policy issue involving economic dependency, loss of human capital, social isolation,
and psychological pressure.
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Oz

Bu calisma, egitimde, istihdamda veya herhangi bir mesleki egitim siirecinde yer almayan gengleri ifade eden NEET
grubu icerisinde bulunan {iniversite mezunlarinin igsizlik deneyimlerini incelemektedir. Arastirmanin temel amaci,
geng iiniversite mezunlarinin issizligi nasil algiladiklarini, mezuniyet sonrasinda gelistirdikleri beklentileri ve
yiliksekdgretimden istihdama gecis siirecinde karsilastiklart engelleri ortaya koymaktir. Arastirma, Kastamonu
Universitesi iktisadi ve Idari Bilimler Fakiiltesi mezunlari iizerinde gerceklestirilmistir. Nitel arastirma deseninin
benimsendigi ¢alismada katilimcilara kartopu 6rnekleme yontemiyle ulasilmis ve veriler yar1 yapilandirilmis
goriisme formu aracilifiyla toplanmistir. Elde edilen goriisme verileri, MAXQDA nitel veri analizi programi
kullanilarak icerik analizi ve frekans analizi yontemleriyle ¢oziimlenmistir. Arastirma bulgulari; hedeflenen ise
erisimde karsilagilan engeller, issizlik algisi, mezuniyet sonrasi beklentiler ve istihdama girise iligkin beklentiler
olmak {izere dort ana tema altinda siniflandirilmigtir. Bulgular, NEET grubunda yer alan {iniversite mezunlarinin
igsizliginin yalnizca bireysel veya ig giicii piyasasina iligkin bir sorun olarak degerlendirilmemesi gerektigini
gostermektedir. Universite mezunu genglerin issizligi; ekonomik bagimlilik, beseri sermaye kaybu, sosyal izolasyon
ve psikolojik baski gibi gesitli boyutlari i¢eren ¢ok yonlii bir sosyal politika sorunu olarak ele alinmalidir.

Anahtar kelimeler: NEET, geng issizligi, isgiicii piyasasi, iiniversite mezunlari, nitel arastirma

Introduction

Youth unemployment is a multidimensional social and economic problem that affects young people’s

transition from education to employment. For university graduates, unemployment is particularly significant because
higher education is expected to provide access to employment, economic independence, and social mobility. When
this transition does not occur, unemployment may result not only in income loss, but also in the underuse of acquired
skills, weakened social participation, and psychological pressure.
In this context, the concept of NEET, referring to young people who are not in education, employment, or training,
has become an important category in youth unemployment studies. Although the term has been criticised for defining
young people through what they are not, it is widely used to describe young people who are detached from both
learning and working processes. More importantly, the concept allows researchers to look beyond the label and
examine young people’s experiences, expectations, values, and perceptions during the transition from school to work
(Sweenie, 2009).

Traditional labour market indicators, such as employment and unemployment rates, may remain insufficient
for understanding the complex position of young people. This is because youth transitions are no longer always linear
or predictable. Instead of a direct movement from education to stable employment, young people may experience
prolonged waiting periods, repeated entries into and exits from the labour market, and uncertain employment
trajectories. Therefore, the NEET category provides a broader analytical framework for understanding the “grey
areas” between education, employment, unemployment, and inactivity (Eurofound, 2012). The increasing policy
relevance of the NEET group has also been reflected in European-level employment and social policy discussions
(European Commission, 2012).

The main purpose is to understand how these young graduates perceive unemployment, what kinds of

expectations they develop after graduation, and which barriers they encounter while seeking access to employment.
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Rather than treating NEET youth only as a statistical category, the study aims to reveal the subjective experiences
behind unemployment.

Accordingly, this article is based on a qualitative study conducted with graduates of the Faculty of Economics
and Administrative Sciences at Kastamonu University. Participants were reached through the snowball sampling
method, and data were collected using semi-structured interviews. The data were analysed through content analysis
and frequency analysis using MAXQDA. The findings are organised around four main themes: barriers to accessing
the targeted job, perception of unemployment, post-graduation expectations, and expectations regarding entry into
employment.

Conceptual Framework and Literature Review

Unemployment is one of the central issues of social policy because it has economic, social, and psychological
consequences. It does not only indicate the absence of paid work, but also refers to the loss of income, the weakening
of social participation, the underuse of individual skills, and the deterioration of social belonging. Therefore,
unemployment should be considered not merely as an individual labour-market problem, but as a multidimensional
social issue that affects both individuals and society (Adak, 2010; Develi & Oztiirk, 2019; Giiney, 2010).

Youth unemployment represents a particularly vulnerable dimension of unemployment. Young people are
generally more affected by labour-market instability because they are at the beginning of their working lives, have
limited occupational experience, and may face difficulties in transforming their educational qualifications into
employment. The main factors associated with youth unemployment include insufficient job creation, lack of
experience, the mismatch between education and labour-market needs, and barriers in the transition from education
to employment (Erday1, 2009; Orkunoglu Sahin, 2020).

The concept of NEET provides a broader framework for understanding the position of young people who are
outside both education and employment. NEET refers to young people who are not in education, employment, or
training. Unlike the conventional category of youth unemployment, NEET includes not only unemployed young
people who are actively seeking work, but also those who are outside education, vocational training, and the labour
force. In this respect, the NEET concept makes it possible to analyse different forms of detachment from the labour
market and educational processes (Eurofound, 2012; GOV.UK, 2021).

A distinction can also be made between active and passive NEET groups. Active NEET individuals are not
in education or training, but they are looking for employment and are ready to work. Passive NEET individuals, on
the other hand, are neither in education nor actively seeking employment; therefore, they are generally considered
outside the labour force rather than unemployed. This distinction is important because NEET status does not represent
a homogeneous group. Instead, it includes young people with different labour-market positions, expectations,
constraints, and levels of vulnerability (Isik, 2019; OECD, 2016).

The NEET group has gained increasing importance in social policy discussions because young people in this
category may experience multiple disadvantages. Detachment from both education and employment may lead to
economic dependency, social isolation, psychological pressure, loss of human capital, and long-term exclusion from
the labour market. In this sense, NEET status should not be evaluated only as a statistical labour-market indicator,
but also as a social policy category that reflects broader processes of vulnerability and exclusion (Bynner & Parsons,
2002).
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However, the NEET concept has also been criticised in the literature. One major criticism is that the category
is too broad and may include young people with very different experiences and needs. For example, unemployed
graduates, discouraged job seekers, young people with health problems, individuals with family responsibilities, and
those facing social disadvantages may all be classified under the same label. This heterogeneity may limit the
explanatory power of the concept and may lead to overly general policy interpretations (Furlong, 2006).

Another criticism is that the term NEET defines young people negatively through what they are not, rather
than through their abilities, expectations, motivations, and lived experiences. Yates and Payne (2006) argue that using
NEET as a policy label may obscure the diversity of young people’s circumstances and may encourage interventions
focused mainly on reducing the number of NEET individuals instead of understanding their actual needs. Therefore,
the NEET category should be used carefully and supported by qualitative evidence that can reveal the experiences
behind the label.

Recent research has further emphasised that NEET status results from the interaction of individual, familial,
educational, and structural factors rather than from a single cause. Based on a systematic review and meta-analysis
of 43 studies, Rahmani et al. (2024) demonstrate that the risk of becoming NEET is associated with multiple and
interrelated domains, confirming that young people in this category should not be treated as a homogeneous group.
From a school-to-work transition perspective, Blokker et al. (2023) similarly argue that labour-market entry is shaped
by the interaction of personal characteristics, contextual conditions, and time. Although work readiness, career
adaptability, and relevant experience may facilitate this transition, unfavourable labour-market conditions may
constrain it. Therefore, possessing a university degree alone may not ensure a smooth transition into employment.

Recent evidence from Tiirkiye reinforces this multidimensional perspective. Ko¢ and Sezgin’s (2024)
systematic review of 24 Turkish studies and national policy documents highlights structural labour-market problems
and the need for coordinated institutional policies aimed at removing barriers to young people’s participation in
employment. Similarly, Sahin and Boduroglu’s (2025) qualitative study involving 17 young people in NEET status
found that low wages, insecure employment, long working hours, and lack of experience discouraged participation
in the labour market. The participants also reported anxiety about the future, reduced self-esteem, and social isolation.
These findings are directly relevant to the present study’s themes concerning barriers to accessing targeted jobs,
perceptions of unemployment, post-graduation expectations, and expectations regarding entry into employment.

Recent indicators also demonstrate the continuing importance of the issue in Tiirkiye. In 2023, 28.4% of
young people in Tiirkiye were classified as NEET, compared with an OECD average of 12.6% (OECD, 2025a).
Furthermore, the unemployment rate among tertiary-educated young adults aged 25-34 was 10.6% in Tiirkiye,
whereas the OECD average was 4.9% (OECD, 2025b). These indicators suggest that higher education does not, by
itself, eliminate the difficulties young people experience during their transition into employment.

In this context, qualitative research is important for understanding the subjective dimensions of NEET status.
Statistical indicators can show the scale of youth unemployment and NEET rates, but they may remain insufficient
for explaining how young people experience unemployment, how they interpret their post-graduation expectations,
and what barriers they encounter while seeking employment. Based on this perspective, the present study focuses on
university graduates in the NEET group and examines their unemployment experiences through the case of

Kastamonu University.
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Research Design

This study was designed as qualitative research based on semi-structured interviews. Since the main purpose
of the research was to understand the unemployment experiences, perceptions, expectations, and perceived barriers
of university graduates in the NEET group, a qualitative design was considered appropriate. Rather than measuring
unemployment through numerical indicators, the study aimed to reveal how young graduates interpret their own
unemployment experiences and transition from higher education to employment.

The study used interview data and analysed these data through content analysis. Content analysis was
preferred because it allows the researcher to classify, interpret, and thematise participants’ statements according to

recurring meanings and frequently expressed concepts. MAXQDA was used in the analysis process to organise

Methodology

interview transcripts, conduct coding, and construct themes.

The overall research process is summarised in Figure 1. As shown in the figure, the study progressed from

defining the qualitative research design and selecting the participants to data collection, data preparation, inductive

coding, theme development, and expert review.

Figure 1.

Overview of the Research Design and Analytical Process

Overview of the Research Design and Analytical Process

Research Aim and Qualitative Design

Exploring unemployment experiences, expectations,

and employment barriers among university-educated NEET youth

-\

w

Participant Selection

Criterion and snowball sampling
16 graduates meeting the NEET inclusion criteria

-

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews
8-30 September 2022

-

Data Preparation

Verbatim transcription, incorporation of e-mail responses,

and verification against audio recordings

.

Inductive Coding

Identification of meaning units
and development of initial codes in MAXQDA

e

Theme Development and Expert Review

Codes — Subthemes — Themes; repeated comparison with transcripts

and review by three social scientists

-

Final Analytical Structure

Four main themes
supported by direct participant quotations
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As illustrated in Figure 1, data collection and preliminary analysis were conducted iteratively. The codes,
subthemes, and themes were repeatedly compared with the original data, and the analytical structure was finalised
following expert review.

Study Group and Sampling

The study group consisted of unemployed young graduates of the Faculty of Economics and Administrative
Sciences at Kastamonu University. The participants were selected from graduates who were not in employment,
education, or training and who were either seeking employment, preparing for examinations, or experiencing
unemployment after graduation.

The sampling strategy was based on purposive sampling. In particular, criterion sampling was used to identify
participants who were directly relevant to the research topic. In addition, snowball sampling was used to reach further
participants through the guidance of previously contacted individuals. This sampling strategy was considered suitable
because the study focused on a specific group: university graduates within the NEET category.

To be included in the study, participants were required to be graduates of the Faculty of Economics and
Administrative Sciences at Kastamonu University and, at the time of the interview, not to be employed, enrolled in
formal education, or participating in any vocational education or training programme. All 16 participants met these
inclusion criteria and were therefore classified as NEET for the purposes of this study.

The adequacy of the sample was determined by data saturation rather than by a predetermined numerical
target. Data collection and preliminary coding proceeded iteratively. After the 14th interview, no new codes,
subthemes, or substantively different accounts relevant to the research questions emerged. Two additional interviews
were then conducted to confirm saturation, and data collection was terminated after the 16th interview. This sample
size is also consistent with evidence indicating that saturation is commonly reached within 9—17 interviews in studies
involving relatively homogeneous populations and narrowly defined objectives (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).

All 16 participants met the inclusion criteria stated above. To protect their identities, each participant was
assigned a code from P1 to P16. Their sociodemographic characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Table 1.

Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Participants

Participant Age Gender Graduation Year Department
P1 24 Male 2021 International Relations
P2 24 Female 2021 Economics
P3 23 Female 2021 Economics
P4 23 Female 2021 Political Science and Public Administration
P5 23 Female 2021 International Relations
P6 24 Female 2020 Business Administration
P7 27 Female 2021 Banking and Finance
P8 26 Female 2021 Banking and Finance
P9 24 Female 2021 Banking and Finance
P10 24 Male 2021 Political Science and Public Administration
P11 22 Female 2021 International Relations
P12 22 Female 2020 Business Administration
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P13 23 Female 2021 Banking and Finance

P14 23 Male 2021 Banking and Finance
P15 27 Female 2020 Political Science and Public Administration
P16 24 Female 2021 Political Science and Public Administration

Note: P = participant.

As shown in Table 1, the study group comprised 13 women and 3 men aged between 22 and 27 years. The
participants had graduated in 2020 or 2021 from five departments within the Faculty of Economics and
Administrative Sciences. The participant codes presented in the table are also used when reporting direct quotations
in the Findings section.

Data Collection

Data were collected through a semi-structured interview form. Before the interviews, participants were
informed about the aim, content, and scientific purpose of the study. They were also informed that their personal
information would be kept confidential. Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from the
participants.

The semi-structured interview form was developed based on the relevant literature and expert opinions and
contained 20 questions organised into six categories: (1) sociodemographic and educational background and duration
of job search (Questions 1-5); (2) daily routines and job-search experiences (Questions 6-9); (3) perceived causes
and material and psychological effects of unemployment (Questions 10-12); (4) university education, career
expectations, and the meaning of employment (Questions 13—15); (5) labour-market entry, the employment potential
of the field of study, and retrospective evaluations of field choice (Questions 16—19); and (6) an open-ended closing
question allowing participants to add further comments (Question 20). Follow-up probes were used when clarification
or elaboration was required. Data were collected between 8 and 30 September 2022. Of the 16 interviews, 1 was
conducted face-to-face, 11 by telephone, 3 via Zoom, and 1 by e-mail. The face-to-face, telephone, and Zoom
interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, with an average duration of 51 minutes. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants before data collection. With participants’ permission, the 15 face-to-face, telephone, and Zoom
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The participant interviewed by e-mail received the same
interview form and returned written responses; follow-up questions were asked to clarify and elaborate on the
responses. Multiple interview modes were used to accommodate participants’ accessibility and practical
circumstances.

Scope and Limitations

The scope of the study was limited to graduates of the Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences at
Kastamonu University. The study included graduates from Business Administration, Economics, Banking and
Finance, Political Science and Public Administration, and International Relations. The Department of International
Trade and Logistics was not included because it had not yet completed its first graduation cycle at the time of the
interviews.

The study has several limitations. First, the research was conducted only within one faculty of one university. Second,
the number of participants was limited due to difficulties in reaching graduates who met the NEET criteria. Third,

the gender distribution of the sample was not balanced, as male graduates were less willing or less available to
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participate. Fourth, the study was conducted in Kastamonu, a relatively small city with a single university, which
may limit the transferability of the findings to other institutional and regional contexts.
Data Analysis

The 15 audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher, while the written responses
obtained through e-mail were transferred directly to the textual dataset. Each transcript was checked against the
corresponding audio recording to identify and correct possible omissions or inaccuracies. The transcripts and e-mail
responses were then imported into MAXQDA and read repeatedly to achieve familiarity with the data.

An inductive content analysis was conducted following a progressive process from meaning units to codes,
subthemes, and broader themes (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). First, statements relevant to the research questions
were identified and assigned initial codes. Codes expressing similar meanings were compared and grouped into
subthemes, after which conceptually related subthemes were organised under broader themes. Throughout this
iterative process, the codes, subthemes, and themes were repeatedly compared with the original transcripts to ensure
that they accurately represented the participants’ accounts. Frequencies of coded segments were calculated only after
the thematic structure had been established.

The trustworthiness of the analysis was addressed through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability (Elo et al., 2014). Credibility was supported by checking the transcripts against the audio recordings
and repeatedly comparing the codes and themes with the original data. In addition, three social scientists reviewed
the conceptual consistency and appropriateness of the codes, subthemes, themes, and theme labels. Their feedback
was used to revise and finalise the analytical structure. Dependability and confirmability were strengthened by
systematically preserving the coding structure and analytical revisions in MAXQDA. Transferability was supported
by providing detailed information about the research context and participant characteristics and by presenting direct
participant quotations in the Findings section.

The final analysis produced four main themes: barriers to accessing the targeted job, perception of
unemployment, post-graduation expectations, and expectations regarding entry into employment.

Findings

The qualitative analysis produced four main themes regarding the unemployment experiences of university
graduates in the NEET group: barriers to accessing the targeted job, perception of unemployment, post-graduation
expectations, and expectations regarding entry into employment. Based on the aggregate word-weight distribution,
barriers to accessing the targeted job had the largest share, followed by perception of unemployment, post-graduation
expectations, and expectations regarding entry into employment. This ordering reflects the prominence of weighted
words in the interview corpus rather than the number of participants endorsing each theme.

To provide an overview of the thematic structure of the qualitative data, Table 2 presents the relative distribution of
the four main themes based on the summed weights of the 30 highest-ranked words assigned to each theme. The
percentages represent each theme’s share of the total word weight (15,435) and should not be interpreted as the

proportion of participants who referred to the theme.
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Table 2.
Relative Word-Weight Distribution of the Main Themes

Main theme Summed word weight Share of total word weight
Barriers to accessing the targeted job 4,520 29.28%
Perception of unemployment 4,045 26.21%
Post-graduation expectations 3,945 25.56%
Expectations regarding entry into employment 2,925 18.95%
Total 15,435 100.00%

Note: Summed word weights were calculated from the 30 highest-ranked words assigned to each theme in the
archived analysis output. The percentage represents each theme’s share of the total word weight. Because repeated
uses by the same participant may contribute to these weights, the values do not represent the number or proportion
of participants.

All 16 participants were interviewed using the same 20-item semi-structured interview form, which included
questions addressing all four analytical domains. However, the archived analysis output did not retain a participant-
by-code matrix; therefore, participant-level frequencies could not be reconstructed reliably. The findings are
consequently interpreted thematically and supported by direct participant quotations rather than participant-level
prevalence claims.

In order to clarify the analytical content of these themes, Table 3 summarises the key concepts identified
under each main theme and provides a concise interpretation of their meaning within the study.

Table 3 presents the analytical hierarchy connecting the four main themes to 12 subthemes and the illustrative
codes and keywords used in their interpretation.

Table 3.

Relationship Between Main Themes, Subthemes, and Illustrative Codes

Main theme Subtheme Hlustrative codes/keywords Analytical meaning

Barriers to accessing the Working life and school- Working life, work, school, Mismatch between university

targeted job to-work transition business, employment education and workplace practices
Barriers to accessing the ) ) Experience, new graduate, Experience operates as a circular

. Experience requirement ) i . .
targeted job difficulty, time, learning barrier for recent graduates

) ) o Limited employment opportunities

Barriers to accessing the Department-related Department, KPSS, opportunities, ) ) o

) o ] ) associated ~ with  participants’
targeted job limitations field, job finding

departments

. ) ) Merit, acquaintances, informal Perceived inequality and informality
Perception of unemployment ~ Merit and fairness

networks, promotion, fairness in recruitment and promotion
) ) ) Language, course, interview, Foreign-language deficiency 1is
Perception of unemployment  Foreign-language skills o ] )
application, self-development perceived as an employment barrier

] Entry, application, sector, salary, Uncertainty regarding public- and
Perception of unemployment  Labour-market entry

field private-sector entry conditions
. . . Economic,  financial,  income, Continued financial dependence on
Post-graduation expectations ~ Economic independence o o )
dependency, limited resources families after graduation
) ) Psychological consequences of
' ] ] ) Feeling, pressure, inadequacy,
Post-graduation expectations  Psychological feelings unemployment and delayed

disappointment, social environment
independence
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Post-graduation expectations

Expectations regarding entry
into employment
Expectations regarding entry

into employment

University-related

expectations

Education and workplace

training

Private-sector conditions

University, graduate, graduation,

profession, examinations

Education, training, courses,
improvement, employers
Private sector, conditions, working

hours, salary, insecurity

Discrepancy between educational

expectations and  employment
opportunities

Expectation that employers should
train and support recent graduates
Concerns about long hours, low

wages, and insecure employment

Family dependency and social

Expectations regarding entry Family and social Family, expectations, pressure,

] pressure intensify unemployment
into employment

expectations freedom, social questions

experiences

Note: The illustrative codes and keywords were derived from the archived 30-word weight analysis and the thematic
coding framework reported in the thesis. They clarify the analytical relationships among codes, subthemes, and main
themes but do not represent participant-level frequencies.

Table 3 demonstrates how conceptually related codes and keywords were grouped into subthemes and how
these subthemes formed the four main themes. This hierarchical structure guided the organisation of the findings and
the selection of the representative participant quotations presented below.

Table 3 shows that the four main themes are closely interrelated. Barriers to accessing the targeted job were
mainly associated with experience, working life, and department-related limitations. Perception of unemployment
was shaped by merit, foreign language, and difficulties in entering employment. Post-graduation expectations
reflected participants’ economic and emotional concerns, whereas expectations regarding entry into employment
focused on education, private-sector conditions, and family pressure. Taken together, these themes indicate that
unemployment among university graduates in the NEET group is not a single-dimensional labour-market problem,
but a multidimensional experience involving educational, economic, institutional, and social factors.

To preserve anonymity, quotations are attributed using the participant codes P1-P16. All quotations were
translated from Turkish into English, with minor linguistic adjustments that did not alter their original meaning.
Barriers to Accessing the Targeted Job

The first and most prominent theme was barriers to accessing the targeted job. Under this theme, participants
frequently referred to working life, experience, and department-related problems. The findings indicate that young
graduates had difficulty transforming their university education into employment. Participants stated that employers
often expected experience from new graduates, which created a contradiction: they needed employment to gain
experience, but they were not employed because they lacked experience.

One participant explained this problem by emphasising that job advertisements, especially in the private
sector, frequently required prior experience, which excluded recent graduates from the beginning of the application
process.

“Everywhere I apply, they ask for experience, but we do not have any. Experience is not given; it is gained.
Companies, especially in the private sector, require criteria that do not fit recent graduates.” (P7).

Another participant stated that the theoretical education received at university did not always correspond to
the practical expectations of working life. Therefore, the transition from university to employment was perceived as
difficult not only because of limited job opportunities, but also because of the mismatch between academic education

and workplace expectations.
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Department-related limitations were also important. Participants from the Faculty of Economics and
Administrative Sciences stated that the number of graduates from similar departments was high, while employment
opportunities were limited. Some participants argued that their departments did not provide a distinctive advantage
in job applications because employers often considered all graduates of related administrative and economic sciences
together.

“When banks advertise vacancies, they also accept graduates from all departments of the Faculty of
Economics and Administrative Sciences. Therefore, our Banking and Finance degree no longer gives us a distinctive
advantage.” (PS§).

Perception of Unemployment

The second theme was the perception of unemployment. Participants described unemployment as a condition
that restricted their personal goals, delayed their independence, and created uncertainty about the future. In this theme,
merit, language, and entry into employment were prominent issues.

Merit was one of the most frequently expressed concerns. Participants stated that they expected fair
recruitment and promotion processes, but they perceived labour-market entry as being affected by informal networks
and unequal opportunities. This perception weakened their confidence in the job-search process.

“I see people getting jobs through acquaintances. We may not even hear about these opportunities, but when
someone has people around them to guide them, it becomes easier for them to get a job.” (P5).

Foreign language deficiency was another frequently mentioned issue. Participants stated that language skills
were commonly asked about in job interviews and applications, especially in the private sector. Some participants
regretted not improving their foreign language skills during university. They also noted that English alone was
sometimes seen as insufficient and that additional language skills could increase employability.

“Employers usually ask about foreign language skills during interviews, and this is a major deficiency for
me. I wish I had attended a language course while I was at university.” (P6).

The third issue under this theme was entry into employment. Participants reported difficulties during job
applications and interviews, including questions about the university from which they graduated, lack of experience,
and uncertainty about whether public-sector or private-sector employment would provide better opportunities.
Post-Graduation Expectations

The third theme was post-graduation expectations. Participants generally expected to gain economic
independence, enter a job related to their education, and build a stable life after graduation. However, unemployment
after graduation created a gap between expectations and reality.

Economic independence was the most visible expectation. Participants stated that they wanted to earn their
own income and avoid being financially dependent on their families. However, unemployment forced them to
continue relying on family support. This dependency was perceived not only as an economic problem, but also as a
source of emotional pressure.

“Because I live with my family, I feel like a burden and I am restricted in taking part in social activities. 1
feel unsuccessful and unable to prove myself. Even though my family does not pressure me, 1 feel inadequate.” (P3).

Participants also used expressions related to feeling and psychological state. They reported sadness,

disappointment, pressure, and inadequacy due to not being able to find a job after graduation. Social pressure from
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family and the surrounding environment intensified these feelings. Some participants stated that repeated
unsuccessful job applications made them feel unable to start adult life despite completing university education.

“I feel pressure to find a job because, after finishing university, I am supposed to start my life, but I cannot
seem to begin.” (P9).

The third important concept was university. Participants expected that university education would lead to
white-collar employment or jobs related to their field of study. However, some participants stated that if they had the
opportunity to choose again, they would prefer departments with higher employment security, such as health-related
fields or teaching. This shows that post-graduation unemployment affected not only their current labour-market
experience but also how they evaluated their previous educational choices.

“I would prefer a white-collar or office job. Because I have received a university education, I want to work
in a job related to my education.” (P15).

Expectations Regarding Entry into Employment

The fourth theme was expectations regarding entry into employment. Participants emphasised three main
issues: education, private-sector conditions, and family expectations.

First, participants expected employers to provide training for new graduates. They argued that no one begins
working life with complete experience and that workplace training is necessary for young graduates. Some
participants stated that internships were more useful than theoretical courses because they provided practical
knowledge about working life.

“I have no work experience because I spent all my time studying. I expect the employer to provide training,
whether in the public or private sector. No one is born experienced, everyone learns gradually.” (P6).

Second, participants expressed concerns about private-sector employment. They associated the private sector
with long working hours, low wages, unstable conditions, and limited protection for employees. Some participants
stated that wages did not correspond to working hours and that private-sector employers expected excessive
flexibility from employees.

“I would expect humane working hours. Instead of seeking experienced employees, employers should give
people the opportunity to gain experience. I would also expect a salary appropriate to current conditions, especially
in the private sector.” (P4).

Third, family expectations were an important source of pressure. Participants stated that continued financial
dependency on their families created emotional discomfort. They also reported that questions from relatives and the
surrounding environment, such as why they had not yet found a job despite graduating from university, increased
psychological pressure. In this respect, unemployment was experienced not only as a labour-market problem, but
also as a family and social-pressure issue.

“I still have to depend on my family. People ask, ‘Haven’t you found a job yet? You studied for so long.’ This
creates psychological pressure and makes me feel as if [ am of no use.” (P15).

Overall Interpretation of the Findings

Overall, the findings show that unemployment among university graduates in the NEET group is shaped by

multiple and interrelated factors. Lack of work experience, limited department-related opportunities, foreign

language deficiencies, perceived lack of merit, private-sector working conditions, and family pressure all contribute
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to the unemployment experience. The results also indicate that unemployment after graduation creates a strong
discrepancy between educational expectations and labour-market realities. Therefore, NEET status among university
graduates should be evaluated not only as a statistical category, but also as a multidimensional experience involving
economic dependency, psychological pressure, and difficulties in social integration.

Discussion

The findings suggest that unemployment among university-educated young people in the NEET group should
be understood as a disrupted school-to-work transition rather than merely as the absence of employment. Across the
four themes, individual resources such as foreign language skills and work experience interacted with institutional
processes, structural labour-market conditions, and family expectations. This interpretation is consistent with
Rahmani et al. (2024), who demonstrate that NEET status is associated with multiple interrelated risk domains, and
with Blokker et al. (2023), who conceptualise the transition from education to employment as a process shaped by
the interaction of person, context, and time. The present study contributes to this literature by demonstrating how
these different levels are experienced simultaneously in the narratives of university graduates.

Regarding barriers to accessing the targeted job, the participants particularly emphasised the requirement for
prior experience and department-related limitations. Although relevant experience and work readiness can facilitate
labour-market entry (Blokker et al., 2023), the findings reveal an important contradiction: recent graduates are
expected to possess experience before being given an opportunity to acquire it. Thus, experience operates not only
as an employability resource but also as an exclusionary entry condition. Participants’ perceptions that graduates
from several related departments compete for the same limited positions further indicate a mismatch between
educational qualifications and available employment opportunities. This interpretation is compatible with Ko¢ and
Sezgin’s (2024) identification of structural labour-market problems in the Turkish NEET literature and with OECD
(2025b) data showing that tertiary education does not provide young adults in Tiirkiye with the same degree of
protection against unemployment observed across the OECD. Therefore, the participants’ unemployment cannot be
adequately explained solely through individual effort or qualification deficiencies.

The second theme demonstrates that perceptions of unemployment were shaped by both personal
employability concerns and assessments of institutional fairness. Foreign language proficiency was perceived as an
individual resource that participants could potentially develop, whereas merit, informal networks, and recruitment
practices were viewed as conditions largely beyond their control. This distinction is analytically important because
it shows that unemployment was interpreted through the interaction of individual and institutional factors. Informal
networks may facilitate access to information and employment opportunities for some applicants while
disadvantaging those with fewer social connections. Consequently, policies focusing exclusively on improving young
people’s skills may remain insufficient if concerns regarding transparency, equality of opportunity, and trust in
recruitment processes are not addressed.

The post-graduation expectation’s theme reveals that participants associated university education not only
with obtaining a job but also with achieving economic independence, occupational status, and adulthood.
Unemployment disrupted this anticipated transition and prolonged dependence on family support. Recent qualitative
evidence from Tiirkiye similarly shows that young people in NEET status experience anxiety about the future,

reduced self-esteem, and social isolation alongside labour-market difficulties (Sahin & Boduroglu, 2025). However,
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the present findings add a specifically graduate-centred dimension: because participants had invested in higher
education, unemployment was also experienced as a failure to obtain the expected social and economic return from
their degrees. Family support reduced immediate material hardship, but continued dependence simultaneously
intensified feelings of inadequacy and social pressure. The family therefore functioned as both a protective resource
and a source of perceived pressure.

Participants’ expectations regarding entry into employment further challenge interpretations that associate
NEET status with unwillingness to work. Their demands for workplace training, fair recruitment, reasonable working
hours, and appropriate wages demonstrate a continuing motivation to participate in employment. At the same time,
they were critical of working conditions and entry requirements they perceived as unrealistic or unfair. This supports
the criticism of Yates and Payne (2006) that the NEET label may define young people negatively while obscuring
their motivations and the constraints surrounding them. The expectation that employers should provide training also
represents a direct response to the experience paradox identified in the first theme. Participants were not rejecting
employment itself; rather, they were seeking employment that offered a realistic opportunity to gain experience and
establish a sustainable working life.

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that no single explanation is sufficient for understanding NEET
status among university graduates. Experience requirements, field-related employment limitations, perceived
unfairness, skill deficiencies, working conditions, economic dependency, and social pressure reinforced one another.
The study therefore complements statistical indicators and recent Turkish research by connecting labour-market
barriers with their psychological and relational consequences within the same participant narratives. Since the
research was conducted with graduates of one faculty at one university, it cannot determine whether these experiences
are unique to Kastamonu or representative of all university graduates in Tiirkiye. Nevertheless, it provides
analytically transferable insights into how broader labour-market pressures are interpreted and experienced by a
locally situated group of university-educated NEET young people.

Conclusion and Policy Implications

This study examined the unemployment experiences of university graduates in the NEET group through the
case of Kastamonu University. Based on qualitative interviews with graduates of the Faculty of Economics and
Administrative Sciences, the study focused on how young graduates perceive unemployment, what kinds of barriers
they encounter in accessing employment, what expectations they develop after graduation, and how they evaluate
the process of entering the labour market.

The findings show that unemployment among university graduates in the NEET group is a multidimensional
experience. It is not limited to the absence of work, but is also associated with economic dependency, psychological
pressure, social expectations, uncertainty about the future, and the weakening of the perceived value of university
education. Participants expected university graduation to provide access to employment, economic independence,
and social status. However, after graduation, many encountered barriers such as lack of work experience, limited
field-related job opportunities, perceived lack of merit, foreign language requirements, and unfavourable private-
sector working conditions.

The study also demonstrates that NEET status should not be interpreted as a homogeneous condition. The

participants were not detached from employment because of unwillingness to work. On the contrary, they expressed
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a strong desire to enter employment, gain experience, and achieve economic independence. Their unemployment was
shaped by the interaction of individual expectations, institutional limitations, labour-market conditions, and social
pressures. Therefore, the NEET category should be used carefully and interpreted together with young people’s own
experiences and narratives.

For universities, the findings indicate a need to establish support mechanisms that begin before graduation
and continue during the transition into employment. Career centres should expand credit-bearing internships,
employer-supported project courses, sector-specific career counselling, and systematic follow-up of graduates. Since
participants identified lack of experience and foreign language skills as significant barriers, universities should also
provide occupational foreign language education, job-search and interview training, and opportunities to develop
practical workplace competencies. Internships should include defined learning outcomes and meaningful
responsibilities so that graduates can demonstrate relevant experience when applying for entry-level positions.

Public employment services, particularly ISKUR, should develop targeted programmes for university-
educated young people in NEET status. These programmes may include individual skills and needs assessments,
specialised career counselling, employer matching, subsidised on-the-job training, and follow-up support after
placement. Because participants also reported psychological pressure, economic dependency, and uncertainty about
the future, employment counselling should be coordinated with appropriate psychosocial support and referral
services. Such an approach would address both labour-market barriers and the social consequences of prolonged
unemployment.

For employers, the findings highlight the importance of creating genuine entry-level positions that do not
automatically require previous work experience. Recruitment criteria should distinguish between competencies that
are essential at the time of application and those that can be developed through workplace training. Structured
orientation, mentoring, and on-the-job training programmes would allow recent graduates to gain experience while
adapting to organisational requirements. Employers should also publish clear selection criteria, use competency-
based assessment methods, and provide reasonable working hours and wage conditions. These measures would
respond directly to participants’ concerns regarding experience requirements, informal networks, perceived lack of
merit, and unfavourable private-sector conditions.

At the policy level, stronger coordination is required among the Council of Higher Education, universities,
ISKUR, local authorities, chambers of commerce, and employers. Graduate transition outcomes should be monitored
according to field of study and region, and this information should be used when designing higher education
programmes and active labour-market policies. Incentives provided to employers for recruiting young graduates
should be linked not only to initial placement numbers but also to job quality, training provision, and employment
retention. Regional employment policies should also support the creation of qualified jobs so that responsibility for
unemployment is not placed solely on graduates’ individual skills and efforts.

This study has some limitations. It was conducted with a limited number of graduates from one faculty of
one university. Therefore, the findings cannot be generalised to all university graduates or all NEET youth in Turkey.
However, the qualitative design provides an in-depth understanding of how unemployment is experienced by young
graduates in a specific institutional and regional context. Future studies should compare graduates across different

universities, faculties, regions, and fields of study within Tiirkiye. Cross-national comparative research could
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additionally examine how different institutional and labour-market contexts shape the experiences of university-
educated young people in NEET status.

In conclusion, unemployment among university graduates in the NEET group represents a labour-market
integration problem marked by experience requirements, limited field-related employment opportunities, perceived
unfairness in recruitment, and unfavourable working conditions. It is also a social policy issue manifested in
prolonged financial dependence on families, psychological pressure, restricted social participation, and delayed
transition to independent adulthood. Understanding this multidimensional problem requires looking beyond
statistical indicators and focusing on young people’s lived experiences, expectations, and perceived barriers. Such an
approach may contribute to the development of more inclusive, realistic, and effective policies supporting young
graduates’ transition from education to employment.
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